THORNEY  RURAL  DISTRICT  COUNCIL. 


Annual  Report  of  the  Medical  Officer  of  Health  for  1919. 


Mr.  Chairman  and  Gentlemen, 

In  preparing  this  Report  the  arrangement  of  the  different  headings  has  been  followed 
as  suggested  in  the  Memorandum  issued  by  the  Ministry  of  Health. 

I.  — Physical  Features  and  General  Character  of  the  District. — The  district 
is  situated  in  the  Fens  and  is  very  low-lying  and  flat.  The  village  of  Thorney  is  built  on 
what  was  originally  a  small  island  of  about  150  acres,  the  surrounding  country  being  between 
10  and  20  feet  lower  in  level.  The  district  is  on  the  borders  of  Cambridgeshire,  in  the  Isle 
of  Ely  Division  of  the  County,  and  is  bounded  by  Wisbech  Rural  District  on  the  East  (Isle 
of  Ely),  Whittlesey  Rural  District  on  the  South  (Isle  of  Ely),  Peterborough  Rural  District 
on  the  West  (Soke  of  Peterborough  C.  C. ,)  and  Crowland  Rural  District  on  the  North 
(Holland  Division  of  Lincolnshire). 

The  area  of  the  district  is  18,957  acres  (Thorney  17,842  and  Stanground  North  1, 117), 
and  of  this  acreage  about  40  consist  of  water  in  drains  or  dykes. 

The  soil  consists  of  a  black  vegetable  loam,  gradually  shrinking  in  depth  through 
cultivation  and  drainage,  with  a  clay  subsoil. 

In  places  there  are  areas  of  silty  clay,  and  towards  the  western  boundary  the  soil 
becomes  more  gravelly,  but  generally  speaking  the  land  in  the  district  is  fertile  and  valuable. 
Some  parts  are  liable  to  be  flooded  in  times  of  heavy  rainfall,  but  the  system  of  drainage 
adopted  and  carefully  maintained  frequently  averts  a  flood  when  neighbouring  districts  are 
partially  inundated. 

As  mentioned  before  the  district  is  in  the  Parliamentary  Division  of  the  Isle  of  Ely, 
but  for  convenience  is  included  in  the  Union  of  Peterborough. 

The  district  is  both  watered  and  drained  artificially  ;  the  control  of  these  matters 
being  vested  in  a  Committee,  elected  under  powers  conferred  by  the  Thorney  Drainage  Act, 
1911.  The  Commissioners,  by  virtue  of  this  Act,  have  the  powers  of  a  Local  Authority  in 
matters  appertaining  to  Water  Supply  and  Sewage  disposal;  they  also  act  as  the  Committee 
responsible  for  the  drainage  of  the  Third  District  of  the  North  Level  Commission’s  area. 

II.  — Social  Conditions  of  the  District. — Agriculture  is  the  only  industry,  conse¬ 
quently  farm  labourers  with  their  wives  and  families  form  the  bulk  of  the  population,  the 
remainder  consisting  of  farmers,  small  holders,  and  the  usual  tradesmen,  &c. ,  necessary  for 
parish  life  and  work.  Corn  and  roots,  chiefly  potatoes,  are  the  principal  crops,  and  much 
land  previously  laid  down  in  grass  was  cultivated  by  the  farmers  when  they  acquired  their 
own  holdings  at  the  time  the  Duke  of  Bedford  sold  his  Estate  (1910).  More  grass  was 
ploughed  up  during  the  war. 

An  old  local  industry  was  revived  in  1918  when  some  800  acres  of  flax  was  grown. 
For  some  months  an  old  building,  formerly  a  malting,  was  utilised  as  a  de-seed ing  station, 
and  two  shifts  of  about  40  girls  were  employed  No  retting  was  carried  out  locally. 

Owing  to  a  comparative  shortage  of  houses  there  is  ample  work  for  all,  so  that  unem¬ 
ployment  is  unknown.  The  average  wage  of  a  working  man  is  45/  to  50/-  per  week.  At 


2 


special  seasons  extra  labour  is  needed,  and  this  need  is  met  by  the  employment  of  ‘  ‘  gangs  ” 
from  neighbouring  villages,  mostly  women  who  drive  to  and  from  their  work  in  trolleys. 

The  employment  of  women  on  the  land  is  at  times  a  necessity,  and  was  urgently  called 
for  during  war  conditions,  but  the  custom  entails  much  neglect  of  the  homes  and  of  the 
children  of  the  women  so  working.  These  ill-effects  are  more  obvious  in  the  houses  of 
adjoining  parishes  than  in  your  own  district,  where  the  system  is  not  as  yet  so  generally 
adopted. 

III.  — Water  Supply. — The  chief  source  of  supply  is  from  the  River  Nene,  the  water 
being  conducted  along  an  artificial  cut  to  the  village,  called  the  Thorney  River.  From  the 
intake,  near  the  “  Dog-in-a-Doublet  ”  Inn  to  the  village,  is  a  distance  of  3|- miles.  The  water 
required  for  the  Urban  area  is  filtered  through  gravel,  charcoal  and  sand,  in  two  separately 
working  open  filter  beds,  collected  in  a  suitable  well  and  pumped  into  a  tank  in  a  high  tower, 
from  whence  it  is  distributed  to  the  various  houses  and  premises.  Outside  the  village  the 
inhabitants  use  soft  water  collected  from  the  roofs  of  houses  or  buildings  and  stored  in  tanks, 
and  failing  this  source  of  supply  they  fetch  water  from  the  nearest  drain.  Some  farmers 
periodically  send  a  water  cart  to  the  village  and  obtain  a  supply  of  filtered  water. 

No  river  running  through  the  Fens,  where  there  is  at  times  a  fall  of  less  than  a  foot 
per  mile,  can  be  considered  a  satisfactory  source  of  supply.  Boring  has  been  tried  on  sundry 
occasions  in  gravelly  spots,  but  though  water  can  be  found  it  is  usually  brackish  and 
inadequate  in  quantity. 

A  source  of  contamination  exists  in  the  effluent  pumped  into  the  River  Nene  from  the 
Peterborough  Corporation  Sewage  Farm.  The  conditions  present  to-day  are  very  different 
from  those  under  which  these  pumping  powers  were  granted,  and  owing  to  the  enlarged  area 
from  which  the  town  of  Petei-borough  takes  sewage,  a  complete  revision  of  their  powers  is 
desirable.  A  recent  analysis  of  the  water  supplied  to  the  village  shews  the  total  solids  to  be 
40 '00,  combined  chlorine  bTO,  albumenoid  nitrogen  0'0236,  and  oxygen  absorbed  (in  4  hours 
at  27°C)  0‘244.  (All  these  figures  represent  parts  per  100,000). 

IV.  — Drainage  &  Sewerage. — The  district  is  well  drained  for  a  low-lying  area  ;  most 
of  the  fields  are  separated  by  dykes  {i.e.  watercourses  6  to  8  feet  broad  and  3  to  6  feet  in 
depth).  The  dykes  empty  into  larger  drains,  which  are  10  to  14  feet  broad  ;  these  again 
discharging  into  larger  main  drains,  which  ultimately  communicate  with  the  River  Nene  at 
a  place  called  Tydd  Gote,  thence  flowing  into  the  Wash. 

Some  of  the  houses  are  supplied  with  water  closets.  In  the  village  these  empty  into 
sewers  ;  in  the  Fen  the  collecting  chambers  are  emptied  by  pumps  on  to  adjoining  land. 

The  village  sewers  collect  the  material  into  a  large  well,  whence  it  is  pumped  into  a 
tank  in  the  tower,  and  later  distributed  on  the  sewage  fields  reserved  for  the  purpose.  The 
discharge  pipes  are  frequently  moved  so  that  no  part  of  the  fields  shall  become  sewage-sick. 

The  rest  of  the  houses  are  supplied  with  earth  closets.  A  cart  is  sent  round  the 
village  twice  weekly  and  pails  are  emptied.  In  the  Fen  each  householder  is  responsible  for 
emptying  the  pail  on  the  garden,  &c. 

V.  — Scavenging. — -Refu^  bins  (moveable)  are  emptied  regularly  into  a  suitable  cart, 
and  after  the  coarser  refuse  has  been  burnt  the  remainder  is  shot  into  disused  gravel  pits  or 
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VI.  — Sanitary  Inspection  of  the  District. — •Regular  systematic  Inspection  of  the 
houses  has  been  impracticable  recently,  but  any  casual  instances  of  carelessness  on  the  part  of 
householders  or  complaints  raised  by  them  has  received  the  attention  of  the  Inspector. 

Except  for  nine  houses,  all  the  cottages  in  your  district  are  substantially  built  and  in 
good  repair,  and  probably  in  no  other  district  in  England  can  be  seen  such  good  farm  houses 
and  cottages. 

VII.  — Premises  and  Occupations  which  can  be  controlled  by  Bye-laws. — There 
are  no  Bye-laws  in  force,  but  the  Council  would  be  well  advised  to  insist  on  seeing  all  plans 
for  buildings,  &c.,  prior  to  work  being  commenced. 

There  are  no  common  lodging  houses,  canal  boats,  knackers’  yards,  offensive  trades, 
nor  any  underground  sleeping  rooms. 

Owing  to  the  shortage  of  labour  for  modern  agricultural  needs  it  is  becoming  the 
custom  in  the  district  for  farmers  to  allow  casual  labourers  to  occupy  premises  not  built  as 
dwelling  houses,  e.g.  barns,  railway  carriages,  &c. 

Formerly  this  plan  was  only  adopted  to  accommodate  extra  labour  in  harvest  time, 
but  it  is  becoming  a  regular  custom  throughout  the  year  and  is  undesirable  from  a  public 
health  point  of  view.  As  the  Sanitary  accommodation  is  primitive  or  non-existent,  “Bedding” 
is  difficult  to  disinfect,  and  should  serious  epidemic  disease  occur  it  is  still  more  difficult  to 
trace  contacts. 

VIII.  — Schools. — There  are  three  schools  in  the  village  for  boys,  girls  and  infants. 
Water  is  supplied  from  the  public  source,  and  their  drains  and  water  closets  are  connected 
with  the  village  sewers. 

There  are  also  two  other  schools  in  the  Fen,  one  at  Wrydecroft  and  one  at  Knarr 
Fen.  Both  are  spacious  and  well  lighted,  warmed  in  winter,  and  cleaned  by  caretakers  living 
conveniently  near.  Earth  closets  are  in  use,  and  soft  water  from  tanks  is  the  only  supply. 

IX.  — Food  Supplies. — The  district  is  one  in  which  dairying  is  not  followed.  A  few 
cowkeepers  supply  milk,  and  the  farmers  usually  keep  a  cow  for  the  convenience  of  their 
workpeople. 

No  unsound  meat  or  other  article  of  food  has  been  detected  exposed  for  sale./ 

The  Bake-houses  and  Slaughter-shop  are  properly  cleansed  and  looked  after. 

X.  — Prevalence  and  Control  of  Infectious  Diseases. — During  the  year  the 
number  of  cases  of  infectious  diseases  notified  was  as  follows  : — Scarlet  Fever  22,  Diphtheria 
4,  Measles  4,  Erysipelas  4,  Pneumonia  4,  and  Tuberculosis  2. 

In  doubtful  cases  e.g.  diphtheria,  swabs  are  taken.  Antitoxin  is  regularly  used  and 
stocked  by  the  Medical  Officer  of  Health  as  ordered  by  the  Local  Government  Board. 

The  School  Authorities  frequently  report  and  ask  advice  .as  to  suspicious  cases  of  illness 
among  the  school  children. 

XI.  — Small  Pox. — No  cases  have  occurred.  26  infants  were  vaccinated  by  the 
Public  Vaccinator.  The  increasing  number  of  exemptions  obtained  is  to  be  deprecated.  No 
cases  of  Anthrax  or  Babies. 
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XII.  — Maternity  and  Child  Welfare.  -No  licensed  midwife  is  resident  and 
practising  in  your  ai'ea. 

Expectant  mothers  almost  invariably  obtain  the  services  of  a  medical  man  and  engage 
a  nurse  or  neighbour  to  attend  to  them  during  their  lying-in.  No  cases  of  Ophthalmia 
Neonatorum  or  puerperal  fever  were  notified. 

One  fatal  case  of  eclampsia. 

XIII.  — Sanitary  Administration. — The  staff  consists  of  the  Medical  Officer  of 
Health  and  Inspector  of  Nuisances. 

XIV.  — Hospital  Accommodation. — The  Peterborough  Infirmary  is  the  nearest 
General  Hospital,  containing  about  60  beds. 

By  an  arrangement  with  the  Peterborough  Corporation  your  Council  has  the  right  to 
use  beds  in  their  Isolation  Hospital  for  Small  Pox. 

No  Isolation  Hospital  is  available  for  ordinary  cases  of  Infectious  Diseases. 

Two  cases  of  Scarlet  Fever  were  admitted  to  the  Peterborough  Isolation  Hospital  as 
an  act  of  grace,  because  the  mother  of  the  children  was  daily  expecting  to  be  confined,  and 
no  other  means  of  dealing'  with  the*difficulty  could  be  found.  "  - — . — —  w-  jp 

Infected  rooms  are  disinfected  by  the  Inspector  at  the  end  of  any  infectious  illness. 

XV.  — Housing. — During  the  year  eight  new  cottages  have  been  buili  by  private 
enterprise.  As  mentioned  before,  the  houses  in  the  district  are  well  built,  commodious,  well 
lighted  and  ventilated,  and  suitably  provided  with  offices.  They  are  constructed  in  blocks 
of  6  or  8  or  in  pairs,  and  most  of  them  contain  2  living  rooms  and  3  bedrooms. 

Outhouses,  such  as  wash-house,  coal-house  and  privy,  are  well  built,  generally  separated 
from  the  dwelling-house  by  a  yard — paved,  asphalted  or  gravelled. 

More  are  needed,  and  your  Council  contemplate  erecting  24. 

XVI.  — Vital  Statistics. — Population  2,029. 

Births  registered — 24  boys,  23  girls  (including  1  boy  and  2  girls  illegitimate),  a  rate 
of  23*164  per  1,000. 

Deaths  registered — 7  males,  10  females  (and  2  more  deaths  transferred  to  the  district). 

Seven  of  these  deaths  were  of  persons  70  years  old  and  upwards.  Death  rate  9 '69 
per  1,000. 

It  is  of  interest  to  note  that  during  the  last  20  years  out  of  a  total  of  414  deaths 
registered  in  Thorney  113  are  of  persons  70  years  old  and  upwards,  and  86  under  1  year. 

I  am.  Gentlemen, 

Your  obedient  Servant, 

H AHOLD  CLAPHAM,  M.R.C.S.,  L.B.C.P. 


